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About the Business Forum 
Ethical questions around climate 
change, obesity and new technologies 
are becoming core concerns for food 
businesses. We have launched the 
Business Forum to help senior 
executives gain expert insights into the 
big issues of the day. Membership is by 
invitation only and numbers are strictly 
limited. 
The Business Forum meets six times a 
year for in-depth discussion over an 
early dinner at a London restaurant. The 
forum members shape the meeting 
agenda. 
To read reports of previous meetings, 
visit foodethicscouncil.org/businessforum.
For further information contact:  
Dr Tom MacMillan 
Executive Director 
Food Ethics Council 
39-41 Surrey Street 
Brighton BN1 3PB 
Direct line: +44 1273 766651 
tom@foodethicscouncil.org 
www.foodethicscouncil.org 
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Introduction 
There have been calls to regulate 
environmental claims on food products 
and to simplify labelling, potentially 
even developing an ‘omni-label’ that 
covers a range of environmental and 
sustainability issues, such as carbon, 
water and biodiversity. While some in 
the industry are excited by this idea, 
many are cautious, concerned about the 
costs, technical feasibility, effectiveness 
and unintended consequences of such an 
approach. 
The September 2010 meeting of the 
Business Forum heard from the team at 
the University of Hertfordshire who 
have been leading a Defra project to 
investigate these issues. The project has 
undertaken the most thorough analysis 
to date of the pros and cons of 
environmental labeling for food. The 
European Commission is currently 
commissioning similar research to 
inform policy development, so debate 
over environmental labelling can be 
expected grow further in importance 
over the next 6-18 months. 
We are very grateful Dr Kathy Lewis and 
Dr John Tzilivakis, from the Agriculture 
and Environment Research Unit, 
University of Hertfordshire, for 
speaking. The chair was Julia Hailes 
MBE, sustainability consultant, author 
of the New green consumer guide and 
member of the FEC. 
This report outlines points raised during 
the meeting. Contributions are not 
attributed. The report was prepared by 
Tom MacMillan. It does not represent 
the views of the Food Ethics Council, 
the Business Forum or their members. 
Key points 
 Defra has commissioned research into 
effective approaches to environmental 
labelling for food products, which is expected 
to be published later in 2010. 
 Existing environmental labels for food 
tend either to be single-issue (e.g. carbon 
labels) or practice-based (e.g the LEAF 
Marque). 
 Practice-based approaches are simpler than 
outcome-based approaches, but they do not 
offer direct evidence of a product’s 
environmental impact or allow comparisons 
to that show a product is ‘best in class’. 
 Outcome-based approaches face the 
challenge that, for many impact areas, 
measures and standards remain in the early 
stages of development. 
 Aggregating different measures or criteria is 
a persistent challenge for labelling, which 
ultimately condenses an array of issues into a 
binary consumer decision: to buy or not? 
 It is difficult to assess the effectiveness of any 
specific labelling scheme because the 
complexity of real-life situations makes it 
hard to attribute cause and effect. 
 The importance of these and other challenges 
depends on the objectives of labelling: e.g. 
to educate, or to change consumer or 
industry behaviour. 
 While labelling may influence consumer 
behaviour, the evidence is that industry 
often improves practices in order to get 
the label. 
 It is important for policy-makers to consider 
where labelling fits alongside other 
instruments, such as regulatory standards, 
taxation and incentives. 
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Research for Defra  
The Department for Environment Food 
and Rural Affairs (Defra) has 
commissioned research into ‘Effective 
approaches to environmental labelling 
of food products’.1  The work is being 
undertaken by the University of 
Hertfordshire in collaboration with the 
Food Ethics Council and the Policy 
Studies Institute. The research team 
have presented their findings to Defra 
and their report is currently going 
through the department’s review 
process prior to publication. The points 
made by the speakers during the 
meeting were therefore their own views 
and interim findings, rather than formal 
conclusions of the study or positions 
taken by Defra.  
The work commissioned by Defra was a 
review of existing environmental labels 
for food and other products, and an 
analysis of the scientific and practical 
challenges and opportunities that 
environmental labelling offered as a 
means of reducing the negative 
environmental impacts of food 
production and consumption. It 
compared the pros and cons of different 
labelling formats, and the expected 
implications of labeling for producers 
and consumers. 
The research was structured into four 
stages. The first was a comprehensive 
literature review of how environmental 
labels have been used for food and other 
products. The team looked at 
government and private schemes in the 
UK, Europe and beyond. The review 
covered 200 papers and compared 65 
                                                   
1 http://tinyurl.com/2wsscxr 
schemes (a further 100 schemes were 
considered but not reviewed as less 
directly relevant). 
The second stage reviewed evidence 
concerning the scientific soundness and 
practical efficacy of different approaches 
to environmental labelling. The team 
reviewed a further 150 papers relating 
to these issues. For this analysis, they 
zoomed in on specific environmental 
impact areas. As the range of potential 
impacts is huge, they considered the 
following ten headings: 
 Air quality  
 Water quality 
 Soil quality 
 Climate change 
 Biodiversity and habitats  
 Landscape and heritage 
 Noise, dust and odours 
 Waste generation 
 Resource depletion (includes land 
and water use) 
 Stratospheric ozone depletion. 
In other work, the University of 
Hertfordshire researchers have broken 
these impact areas down into 60 further 
sub-headings, and it is possible to get 
even more specific than that. 
The third stage of the work considered 
the potential impacts on industry and 
consumers of different labelling options, 
and the likely implications for their 
behaviour. It examined such issues as 
whether labels can act as a barrier to 
market entry, and their pros and cons in 
relation to other policy levers. As the 
project was primarily a review, it was 
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not appropriate to undertake primary 
research with consumers. Instead, the 
team used a method called multi-criteria 
mapping to identify which factors 
industry stakeholders and consumer 
experts considered would be most 
important in influencing the outcomes 
of labelling. This stage included 30 in-
depth interviews and a one-day 
workshop. 
The final stage of the work was to pull 
the other three parts together into a 
framework for practical and effective 
labelling for food products, and a set of 
conclusions and recommendations. 
Existing schemes 
The review of existing schemes found 
that: 
 There is a large of amount of activity 
relating to environmental labelling 
in the UK and internationally, but 
little of it concerns food. Food labels 
that measure environmental impacts 
tend to be single-issue – for example 
carbon labels – rather than multi-
issue. 
 Many environment-related labels for 
food are not based on measuring 
environmental impacts, but rather 
certify that specific practices were 
adopted in production or along the 
supply chain. The environmental 
benefits are inferred, based on 
evidence suggesting some 
relationship between those practices 
and positive environmental 
outcomes. The team considered that 
it might not prove feasible to 
develop multi-issue outcome-based 
labelling for food – underpinned by 
measurement rather than inference – 
but the potential advantages over 
practice-based approaches made it 
important to explore that possibility. 
 For many impact areas, challenges 
remain in setting standards. The 
challenges in measuring and 
communicating the impact vary from 
area to area. For air and water 
quality there are plenty of potential 
indicators (e.g. the concentration of 
particular pollutants), but it is not 
obvious how best to combine these 
into a measure that relates to what 
people understand by ‘quality’. The 
effort invested in tackling climate 
change means that relevant 
indicators are relatively well-
developed, yet their difficulties – for 
example in agreeing what sources of 
emissions should be included – are 
also significant. Landscape impacts 
are highly subjective, while 
biodiversity is proving especially 
difficult to measure. In short, while 
it is possible to find plausible 
measures for all the ten impact 
areas, each faces difficulties and in 
some instances these are serious. 
 It is difficult to assess the 
effectiveness of any specific labelling 
scheme due to complexity. There is 
always a lot else going on: if 
environmental improvements come 
about, was it labelling that made the 
difference? 
 People might assume that labelling is 
about driving changes in consumer 
attitudes and behaviour, which then 
change industry. The evidence 
suggests that often industry changes 
in order to get the label so, in 
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practice, the causal relationships can 
be the other way around. 
 The success of an environmental 
label will depend on many factors 
other than its scientific robustness, 
including the availability of 
participating products, consumers’ 
trust in the brands involved and the 
shopping environment. Overall, the 
criteria on which clarity is essential 
in developing an effective and 
practical environmental labelling 
scheme might be grouped under four 
headings: the objective and purpose 
of the scheme; the mechanisms and 
drivers by which it is expected to 
work; the practicalities of 
implementation; and how it 
communicates environmental issues 
and impacts. Each heading is 
considered in more detail below. 
Objectives and purpose 
Clarity on the objectives of an 
environmental labelling scheme is 
crucial to its design and to being able 
assess its effectiveness. For example, is 
the aim to gain market share (e.g. for a 
private sector scheme), to raise 
consumer awareness or to address 
specific environmental issues? 
For public policy-makers, it is 
particularly important to consider where 
labelling fits in relation to other policy 
instruments, such as regulatory 
standards, taxation and incentives. 
Labelling may appeal because it appears 
to empower consumers and give them a 
choice. But is that choice meaningful 
when shoppers are purchasing under 
financial, time and social pressures? In 
the private sector, food businesses that 
have been most active in promoting 
sustainable production and 
consumption appear to be moving away 
from labelling approaches towards 
‘choice editing’, which makes good on 
the trust consumers invest in brands by 
delisting the least sustainable products. 
Choice editing assumes that most 
consumers do not want or need to know 
the specifics of a product’s 
environmental performance. 
The focus of many labelling schemes, 
and of the research for Defra, is on 
environmental impacts up to the point 
of sale. For some products, however, the 
biggest impacts arise after sale, for 
example in cooking. Inasmuch as the 
overall impact may therefore depend on 
how a product is used, and the nature of 
the product or its presentation may 
influence that use, a case can be made 
for considering the total life-cycle 
(including consumer use) in labelling. 
This further complicates any labelling 
exercise. However, it is the approach 
taken by the EU ‘flower’ ecolabel, for 
example in relation to washing 
detergents.  
Mechanisms and drivers 
Effective labelling depends on clarity 
about the causal pathways by which a 
scheme will bring about change. Is the 
central focus on changing industry or 
consumer behaviour? Of course, the 
appropriate mechanisms depend heavily 
on the objectives of a scheme. 
An especially important issue in food 
labelling is whether it appropriate for a 
scheme to be outcome- or practice-
based. Outcome-based schemes can offer 
more direct evidence of a product’s 
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actual impact on the environment, yet 
are technically very difficult and 
potentially much more costly. Existing 
multi-issue labels for food, such as the 
LEAF Marque and Soil Association 
Organic Standard, are practice-based. 
The credibility of their claims to reduce 
specific negative environmental impacts 
depends on the quality of evidence that 
specific practices are effective in 
reducing those impacts, and on external 
verification. In reality, specific practices 
will have different outcomes in different 
places and at different times, depending 
on the environmental conditions. 
Furthermore, practice-based labels can 
only demonsrate compliance rather than 
telling consumers which products are 
‘best in class’, which is the approach 
often taken to environmental labelling 
for non-food products. 
However, if labelling goes hand in hand 
with other efforts to measure and 
reduce supply chain impacts, and the 
focus of a scheme is more broadly on 
supporting those efforts and engaging 
consumers with environmental issues, 
then a practice-based approach may be 
relatively unproblematic, as well as more 
feasible than an outcome-based 
approach.  
Practicalities 
Many of the challenges associated with 
environmental labelling for food 
products are practical. These 
practicalities include the availability of 
suitable scientific techniques, the loss of 
meaning that comes from aggregating 
lots of different indicators, and the 
costs of participating in a scheme. 
As discussed above, for some 
environmental impact areas the 
concepts and approaches to 
measurement remain poorly developed. 
Often, the challenge is to turn an 
approach that works in an academic or 
experimental context into a method that 
can be used more widely. For example, 
you can directly measure the 
greenhouses gases emitted by a dairy 
cow by capturing them. However, it isn’t 
feasible to do this day-to-day for a whole 
herd so, in practice, effective impact 
assessment relies on developing robust 
emissions factors. 
Aggregation is an issue even for 
seemingly ‘single issue’ labels, since 
most depend on combining numerous 
component factors. However, it is all the 
more pronounced for multi-issue or 
‘omni-label’ approaches. Any labelling 
approach makes huge demands in terms 
of aggregation because, ultimately, the 
full complexity of a product’s impact 
gets condensed into a binary consumer 
decision: to buy or not to buy. Labels 
that provide more detail of a product’s 
impact encourage shoppers to undertake 
the final stages of aggregation 
themselves, and may suitable if the aim 
of a label is to educate consumers. 
Kitemark-style labels might be more 
suitable if the aim of a label is to steer 
purchasing towards lower impact 
products, consistent with a government 
or a company’s environmental 
commitments. It is important to note 
that other forms or intervention, for 
instance supply chain measures to 
manage particular environmental 
impacts, do not depend on the same 
level of aggregation as labels. 
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Aggregation inevitably implies a loss of 
complexity and meaning. It depends on 
assumptions about the relative 
importance of different impact areas. It 
also requires generalisations to be made 
that can present practical challenges for 
food processing businesses. For 
example, ingredients are often sourced 
according to the best price on the spot 
market, yet their impact will depend on 
where it comes from, when, and how it 
was grown. For outcome-based labels to 
be accurate, either they would need to 
be adjusted frequently according to 
sourcing decisions, or else buying 
practices would need to change to 
incorporate environmental criteria. 
A final practical factor is the cost of 
participation. Does a scheme pay for 
itself? Does it present barriers to 
market entry for smaller producers? Is it 
a cost-effective way to achieve its stated 
objectives? In considering the costs of a 
scheme it is important to take into 
account aspects that are hard in practice 
to put a number on, such as the time it 
takes to process any associated 
paperwork. 
Communication 
Labels communicate environmental 
performance to consumers. The 
appropriate style of communication 
depends on the scheme’s objectives, and 
whether it focuses primarily on 
changing industry or consumer 
behaviour. Historically, for example, the 
UK government considered the EU 
ecolabelling scheme to be a relatively 
expensive way of changing 
manufacturing behaviour, and therefore 
pursued other approaches as a higher 
priority. 
In any communication, it is important 
to recognise that consumers are diverse, 
and that different segments of the 
population have different interests. It is 
also helpful to remember that 
recognition of a label or brand is not a 
simple indicator or its effectiveness; for 
example, the Soil Association label is 
very widely recognised even though 
certified products occupy a relatively 
small share of the total market. 
The loss of meaning arising from 
aggregation, discussed above, poses 
challenges when it comes to 
communicating with consumers. 
Environmental labels are inevitably 
broad brush, and this needs to be clear. 
It is also important to be clear about the 
boundaries of a label: a carbon 
assessment and label cannot alone be 
legitimately used to justify claims about 
a product’s overall environmental 
impact. Any failure to be clear about the 
limitations of labels or associated claims 
may be open to legal challenge. The 
Advertising Standards Authority has 
advised that there have been several 
court challenges against sustainability 
claims by retailers. It is possible these 
claims were brought by consumers or 
competing businesses. 
As a rule, it was proposed that 
communication should be as simple as 
needed to meet the objectives of a 
scheme. Consumers spend mere seconds 
making purchasing decisions about any 
specific product. Which consumers are 
interested in the detail (for example in 
the grams of CO2 emitted per unit of 
product), in compliance to particular 
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standards and in the trajectory of 
improvement? Do labels enable choices 
between product categories or only 
between products? Some experimental 
schemes, notably the US-based 
Earthsure, offer a hierarchy of detail, 
ranging from an overview of 
environmental performance on the 
product’s packaging through to detailed 
assessments on-line. The catch with 
such a detailed approach is that it is 
costly and time-consuming, and is likely 
only to appeal to a minority of 
consumers. 
Conclusion 
The research for Defra has found a cat’s 
cradle of interrelated factors that need 
to be considered in the design of 
effective and practical environmental 
labelling schemes. Any review of the 
existing evidence related to 
environmental labelling will throw up a 
host of technical barriers. The 
importance of these barriers depends 
heavily on the intended purposes of a 
labelling scheme and assumptions about 
the mechanisms by which it will work. 
Notwithstanding the technical and 
practical challenges, environmental 
labelling does have potential as a means 
of encouraging sustainable consumption 
and production in the food sector, but it 
is only one of many tools in the policy 
mix. 
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